Cell death and the creation of regional differences in neuronal numbers.
Regional variations in cell death are ubiquitous in the nervous system. In the retina, cell death in retinal ganglion cells is elevated in the retinal periphery and may be important in setting up the initial conditions that produce central retinal specializations such as an area centralis or visual streak. In central visual system structures, pronounced spatial and spatiotemporal inhomogeneities in cell death are seen both in layers and regions of the lateral geniculate nucleus and superior colliculus; similar indications of inhomogeneities are seen in those nonvisual structures that have been examined. Cell death in the cortex is highly nonuniform, by layer and by cortical area. A variety of possible functions for these regional losses are proposed, in the context of a uniform mechanism for cell death that allows it to assume multiple functions.